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When Lysistrata asks the assembled women whether they would join her if she came up with 
a plan to end the war, so they would have their husbands back at home, they immediately 
agree that they would do anything for peace (111-8). Fully aware that her scheme will be hard 
to swallow, Lysistrata tries to hedge her statement, initially by delaying it (λέγοιμ’ ἄν· οὐ δεῖ 
γὰρ κεκρύφθαι τὸν λόγον ‘I think I should tell: the reason should not remain hidden’, 119), 
and subsequently by using extremely formal language (120-2a):1  
 
ἡμῖν γάρ, ὦ γυναῖκες, εἴπερ μέλλομεν 
ἀναγκάσειν τοὺς ἄνδρας εἰρήνην ἄγειν, 
ἀφεκτέ’ ἐστι — 
For we, ladies, if we’re going 
to force the men to make peace, 
we will have to renounce — 
 
Calonice abruptly interrupts her by asking what they should abstain from (τοῦ; φράσον, 
122b), which creates great tension. Lysistrata again delays her statement by asking again if 
the women will do it then (ποιήσετ’ οὖν; 122c), to which Calonice replies that they will do it, 
even if they have to die for it (ποιήσομεν, κἂν ἀποθανεῖν ἡμᾶς δέῃ, 123). The repeated 
interruptions prepare for the climactic finale of Lysistrata’s statement (124):  
 
ἀφεκτέα τοίνυν ἐστὶν ἡμῖν τοῦ πέους.  
Very well then, we will have to renounce the cock.2 
 
The contrast between the formal language of the long preamble and the (anti)climactic 
use of πέος could not have been greater. Πέος is ‘the vulgar vox propria’ with ‘shock value’ 
(Henderson 1991, 108).3 Not surprisingly, the wives are not particularly enthused, which 
provokes a fierce response from Lysistrata (137-8): 
 
ὦ παγκατάπυγον θἠμέτερον ἅπαν γένος· 
οὐκ ἐτὸς ἀφ’ ἡμῶν εἰσιν αἱ τραγῳδίαι. 
Oh, this utterly degenerate entire race of ours! 
No wonder tragedies are written about us. 
 
By way of example she alludes to Sophocles’ fragmentarily preserved play Tyro and the 
eponymous heroine’s seduction by Poseidon (οὐδὲν γάρ ἐσμεν πλὴν Ποσειδῶν καὶ σκάφη 
                                                 
1 Henderson mentions the seemingly emphatic use of personal pronouns where there actually is no special 
emphasis or contrast, ‘especially in formal speech’ (1987, 83). The impersonal use of the neutral form of the verbal 
adjective in -τέον is rare in the plural (Smyth 1920, §2152; van Emde Boas et al. 2019, §37.3). 
2 All translations are mine. 
3 Cf. Sommerstein (1998, 161), Janse (2014, 80). 
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‘we’re nothing but Poseidon and a tub’, 139). Lysistrata then turns to her only hope left, 
Lampito, who assents (142b-4):  
 
   χαλεπὰ μὲν ναὶ τὼ σιὼ 
γυναῖκας ὑπνῶν ἐστ’ ἄνευ ψωλᾶς μόνας. 
ὅμως γα μάν· δεῖ τὰς γὰρ εἰράνας μάλ’ αὖ. 
  It is hard, indeed by the Twin Gods, 
for women to sleep alone without a stiff one. 
Nevertheless, we need peace very badly. 
 
Lysistrata is delighted and calls her ‘the only real woman here’ (μόνη τούτων γυνή, 
145), a compliment which is, as Sommerstein notes (1998: 162), ‘amusingly inconsistent both 
with the average spectator’s prejudices about women’s nature and with Lysistrata’s own 
words just before’.4 When Calonice asks if abstention from ‘what you are talking about - 
which heaven forbid’ (εἰ … ἀπεχοίμεθ’ οὗ σὺ δὴ λέγεις, | ὃ μὴ γένοιτο, 146-7a) would make 
peace any more likely to happen, Lysistrata explains why this should be so (149-54):  
 
εἰ γὰρ καθῃμεθ’ ἔνδον ἐντετριμμέναι, 
κἀν τοῖς χιτωνίοισι τοῖς ἀμοργίνοις 
γυμναὶ παρίοιμεν δέλτα παρατετιλμέναι, 
στύοιντο δ’ ἄνδρες κἀπιθυμοῖεν σπλεκοῦν, 
ἡμεῖς δὲ μὴ προσίοιμεν, ἀλλ’ ἀπεχοίμεθα, 
σπονδὰς ποιήσαιντ’ ἂν ταχέως, εὖ οἰδ’ ὅτι. 
For if we sat at home all made up, 
and in our mallow fiber shimmies 
walked by naked and delta-plucked, 
and the men got hard and desperate to screw, 
but we didn’t go near them, but kept away, 
they’d make peace fast enough, I know for sure. 
 
Lampito immediately responds with a Spartan parallel to Lysistrata’s plot (155-6): 
 
ὁ γῶν Μενέλαος τᾶς Ἑλένας τὰ μᾶλα πᾳ 
γυμνᾶς παραυιδὼν ἐξέβαλ’, οἰῶ, τὸ ξίφος. 
Well, at least Menelaus, as soon as he noticed naked 
Helen’s little apples, threw away, I reckon, his sword. 
 
This is obviously a reference to the well-known story of Menelaus, who was eager to 
kill Helen after the sack of Troy, but dropped his sword at the sight of her legendary beauty.5 
According to the scholiast, the story was told in Lesches’ Little Iliad and in Ibycus (West 
                                                 
4 Compare the exchange between Lysistrata and Calonice at the very beginning of the play: παρὰ μὲν τοῖς ἀνδράσιν 
νενομίσμεθα | εἶναι πανοῦργοι — καί γάρ ἐσμεν νὴ Δία ‘In the eyes of men | we are capable of anything — Yes, 
and so we are!’ (11-2). 
5 On the Aristophanic appropriation of the myth cf. Kanellakis (2020, 109-11). 
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2003: 139 fr. 28),6 and is often represented in Greek art.7 Lampito’s response seems to be an 
allusion to Euripides’ Andromache, in which Peleus reproaches Menelaus for not killing 
Helen when he had her in his power (Andr. 628-31): 
 
οὐκ ἔκτανες γυναῖκα χειρίαν λαβών, 
ἀλλ’ ὡς ἐσεῖδες μαστόν, ἐκβαλὼν ξίφος 
φίλημ’ ἐδέξω, προδότιν αἰκάλλων κύνα 
ἥσσων πεφυκὼς Κύπριδος, ὦ κάκιστε σύ. 
You didn’t kill your wife when you had her in your hands, 
but when you saw her breast, you threw away your sword 
and welcomed her kiss, fawning on the teracherous bitch 
overcome by Cypris, you worst of all! 
 
The scholiast remarks that the incident was handled better by Ibycus, whose version is 
summarized as follows (Campbell 1991: 263 fr. 296): 
 
εἰς γὰρ Ἀφροδίτης ναὸν καταφεύγει ἡ Ἑλένη κἀκεῖθεν διαλέγεται τῷ Μενελάῳ, ὁ 
δ’ ὑπ’ ἔρωτος ἀφίησι τὸ ξίφος. 
Helen flees to the temple of Aphrodite and from there she argues with Menelaos, 
but he lets go of his sword out of desire. 
 
The scholiast specifies that Menelaus was ‘overcome by sexual desire’ (ἡττηθεὶς τοῖς 
ἀφροδισίοις, loc. cit.), which is of course implied in the prepositional phrase ὑπ’ ἔρωτος. As 
far as we know, the detail of the exposed breast was first exploited by Euripides here and the 
allusion is very appropriate as yet another example of women’s sexual depravity in tragedy. 
Euripides, of course, is singled out in particular as the misogynist tragedian par excellence by 
Aristophanes: the leader of the chorus of old men calls the women ‘hated by Euripides and all 
the gods’ — in that order (τὰς Εὐριπίδῃ θεοῖς τε πᾶσιν ἐχθράς, 283). Elsewhere, the men’s 
leader paraphrases Lysistrata’s παγκατάπυγον θἠμέτερον ἅπαν γένος (137) in what is 
presented as a quotation from Euripides (368-9):8 
 
οὔκ ἔστ’ ἀνὴρ Εὐριπίδου σοφώτερος ποιητής· 
οὐδὲν γὰρ ὧδε θρέμμ’ ἀναιδὲς ἐστιν ὡς γυναῖκες. 
There is no man a wiser poet than Euripides: 
no creature is as shameless as women. 
 
Whereas it is unclear whether or not this is an actual or a near-quotation from Euripides, 
there can be no doubt that Lampito’s reference to Helen’s apples and Menelaus’ sword is an 
allusion to Peleus’ reproach of Menelaus in Euripides’ Andromache. I argue that Aristophanes 
is deliberately playing with Euripides’ words to exploit their inherent ambiguity for obscene 
purposes. The point is made by Méndez Dosuna (2016: 167-8), in a characteristically lucid 
and entertaining paper on the meaning of ἴφυον at Thesmophoriazusae 910. He credits Macía 
                                                 
6 Another allusion is found in Euripides’ Orestes, when Electra, concerned about the assassination attempt on 
Helen by Orestes and Pylades, cries out in desperation: ἆρ’ ἐς τὸ κάλλος ἐκκεκώφηται ξίφη; ‘Are swords blunted 
at the sight of beauty?’ (Or. 1287). Unlike Menelaus, however, Orestes was clearly not impressed by Helen’s 
beauty when he was on the verge of killing her with his sword: παίειν λαιμῶν ἔμελλεν εἴσω μέλαν ξίφος ‘he was 
about to thrust his dark sword into her throat’ (Or. 1472). 
7 Cf. Ghali-Kalil (1955), Clement (1958), Hedreen (1996) and Masters (2012). 
8 Cf. Henderson (1987, 114), Sommerstein 1998, 172). 
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Aparicio for recognising the double entendre of ἐξέβαλ’, οἰῶ, τὸ ξίφος in his Spanish 
translation of the Lysistrata (2007: 34). I believe that the point deserves to be discussed more 
extensively, as it showcases an Aristophanic figure of speech which is one of the hallmarks of 
his style. 
As Méndez Dosuna rightly points out: ‘scholars have missed the humour of Lampito’s 
comment’ (2016: 167).9 Sommerstein notes that it is particularly appropriate for Lampito to 
refer to the story, since Menelaus was king of Sparta (1998: 163). Henderson adds that 
Aristophanes may have liked ‘the idea of having a Spartan allude to Euripides’ (1987: 86).10 
Kanellakis believes that Lampito is ‘bragging about the ‘legendary boobs’ of her native land’ 
(2020: 111).11 Von Wilamowitz, obviously ignoring the reference to Euripides, believes that 
the added detail of the exposed breast shows that Lampito does not really know the story very 
well (1927: 155). Hedreen focuses on Lampito’s use of οἰῶ: ‘When Menelaus caught sight of 
Helen’s breast, I think he threw away his sword’ (1996: 160). Henderson, again, stresses the 
appropriateness of the story as ‘another famous example of love triumphant over war’ (1987: 
86) and compares the episode in which Myrrhine plagues Cinesias to Hera’s seduction of 
Zeus in the Iliad (14.153-353) as ‘a well-known precedent for sexual manipulation of 
husbands by wives’ (1987: 178). 
Whereas I disagree that Lampito adduces the story as an ‘example of love triumphant 
over war’, I do agree that it is presented as a ‘precedent for sexual manipulation of husbands 
by wives’, which is exactly the point of Neleus’ reproach of Menelaus in Euripides’ 
Andromache. It is of course also the point of Lysistrata’s plot (149-54). Helen is presented as 
if she deliberately exposed her breasts, just as the diaphanous mallow fiber shimmies (τοῖς 
χιτωνίοισι τοῖς ἀμοργίνοις, 150; cf. τὰ διαφανῆ χιτώνια, 48) would expose the women’s delta-
plucked lower parts (δέλτα παρατετιλμέναι, 151). Note, in particular, the parallellism between 
γυμναὶ παρίοιμεν (151) and γυμνᾶς παραυιδών (156). The effect of the former is that the men 
would get hard and lecherous (στύοιντο … κἀπιθυμοῖεν σπλεκοῦν, 152) and would make 
peace soon enough (σπονδὰς ποιήσαιντ’ ἄν, 154), if the women wouldn’t go near them and 
kept away (μὴ προσίοιμεν, ἀλλ’ ἀπεχοίμεθα, 153). 
The effect of Helen’s exposed breasts on Menelaus, however, is that he dropped his 
sword, at least in Euripides’ version of the story: ἐκβαλὼν ξίφος (Andr. 630), paraphrased by 
the scholiast as ἀφίησι τὸ ξίφος (fr. 296). The verb ἐκβάλλω means, of course, ‘throw away’ 
(Méndez Dosuna 2016: 168), e.g. δαίμων … βιὸν ἔκβαλε χειρός (Il. 15.468), hence also ‘let 
fall, let go’, e.g. χειρὀς δ’ ἔκβαλεν ἔγχος (Il. 14.419), δόρυ δ’ ἔκβαλον ἔκτοσε χειρός (Od. 
14.277). In other words, the interpretation of Euripides’ ἐκβαλὼν ξίφος as ‘having thrown 
away the sword’ makes perfect sense. But what about Aristophanes’ ἐξέβαλ’, οἰῶ, τὸ ξίφος? 
Although he does not mention the possibility in his commentary, Henderson quotes 
ξίφος in his comprehensive study of obscene language in Attic comedy under the heading 
‘Phallic Implements’: ‘Weapons and other hard elongated objects form an important category 
of double entendres’ (1991: 120).12 Thus the Spartan herald’s erection is referred to with δόρυ 
(985) and σκυτάλα (991), whereas ῥοπαλισμός (553) is used as ‘a comic pseudotechnical term 
for priapism’ (1991: 123). With reference to our passage, Henderson notes: ‘Lampito, in a 
                                                 
9 With the already noted exception of Macía Aparicio (Méndez Dosuna 2016, 16833). 
10 He adds that ‘in view of the Spartans’ fabled hardiness the precedent is well chosen (1987, 86). Whether or not 
this is an intended pun, the Spartans’ ‘hardiness’ is the recurrent joke in the episode in which Cinesias meets his 
Spartan fellow-sufferer (Lys. 980-1013). 
11 Kanellakis translates μᾶλα at 155 as ‘melons’ (2020, 109), noting that Lampito is described as ‘a woman with 
impressive breasts (ὡς δὴ καλὸν τὸ χρῆμα τῶν τιτθίων [sic pro τιτθῶν] ἔχεις)’ (2020, 111). However, as Henderson 
points out, this particular metaphor for the breasts derives from ‘the desideratum of youth and firmness’ (1991, 
149), perhaps ‘from the classical preference for small, firm ones’ (1987, 86), as opposed to Lampito’s ‘more 
ample’ breasts (1987, 86, cf. 77-8). 
12 Cf. Janse 2014, 82). 
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paratragic double entendre, tells how Menelaus dropped his ξίφος at the sight of Helen’s bare 
breasts (μᾶλα)’ (1991: 122). He adduces another example from the Lysistrata (632): 
 
καὶ φορήσω το ξίφος τὸ λοιπὸν ἐν μύρτου κλαδί 
and I will wear my sword henceforth in a branch of myrtle 
 
This is ‘an obscene parody of the famous Attic scolion concerning Harmodius and 
Aristogeiton’ (1991: 122), ‘with word-order altered metri gratia’ (Sommerstein 1998: 187).13 
Henderson repeats his interpretation in his commentary, albeit in more cautious wordings: 
‘the words of the skolion could be given an erotic, perhaps obscene interpretation (ξίφος = 
penis, myrtle-wreath = pubis, as Eq. 964)’ (1987: 153).14 Sommerstein agrees with 
Henderson, adding: ‘in such a sense, of course, the line would have a high degree of comic in 
congruity on the lips of this aged speaker’ (1998: 187). 
Méndez Dosuna correctly notes: ‘The double entendre crucially exploits the ambiguity 
of the verb ἐκβάλλω ‘throw away’ and ‘draw out’’ (2016: 168). I agree that there can be no 
doubt that Lampito is playing with the ambiguity of the verb, but there is more to it. The use 
of οἰῶ does not signal a qualification of Lampito’s statement, as Hedreen would have it 
(1996: 160, quoted above). On the contrary, the parenthetical position of οἰῶ separates 
ἐξέβαλ’ from τὸ ξίφος, thus creating a tension between the ambiguous verb and its suspended 
object, very much like the suspension of τοῦ πέους at 124. The obscene interpretation of τὸ 
ξίφος at 156 is carefully prepared by the use of extremely obscene language by the other 
women, starting with τοῦ πέους at 124, Calonice’s τοῦτο μᾶλλον τοῦ πέους at 134, Lampito’s 
ἄνευ ψωλᾶς at 143, Calonice’s frenetic avoidance of explicit language (οὗ σὺ δὴ λέγεις, | ὃ μὴ 
γένοιτο, 146-7a) and ending with Lysistrata’s plot description full of erotic images 
culminating in the use of the utterly obscene words στύοιντο and σπλεκοῦν at 152.15 
Lampito’s allusion to the story of Menelaus’ pursuit of Helen and the very appropriate 
reference to Euripides’ version of it in the Andromache plays on the obscenity of the stiffness 
and lecherousness of the men at 152 and their willingness to make peace at 153. On the 
former reading, ἐξέβαλ’, οἰῶ, τὸ ξίφος means ‘he threw away, I imagine, his sword’. On the 
latter, however, it means ‘he thrusted out, I guess, his sword = penis’. The verb ἐκβαίνω lends 
itself perfectly well for the latter interpretation, as in Euripides’ Orestes, when Tyndareus 
villifies Orestes for killing his mother who thrusted out her breast in supplication (Or. 527):16 
 
ἐπεὶ τίν’ εἶχες, ὦ τάλας, ψυχὴν τότε, 
ὅτ’ ἐξέβαλλε μαστὸν ἱκετεύουσά σε 
μήτηρ; 
What kind of mindset did you have then, you wretch, 
when she thrusted out her breast in supplication, 
your own mother? 
                                                 
13 The scolion is preserved in four versions, two of which begin with this line: ἐν μύρτου κλαδὶ τὸ ξίφος φορήσω 
(Campbell 1993: 284-286 = 893, & 895). 
14 ‘μύρτον, myrtle-berry, was a common slang term … μύρτον was also much used as a double entendre’ 
(Henderson 1991, 134; cf. Janse 2014, 83). 
15 On the violent and vulgar connotations of στύομαι and σπλεκόω see Henderson (1991, 112 & 154 respectively; 
cf. Janse 2014, 84). 
16 The image is well-known from the scene in which Hecabe beseeches Hector not to engage in battle with Achilles: 
μήτηρ δ’ αὖθ’ ἑτερώθεν ὀδύρετο δάκρυ χέουσα | κόλπον ἀνιεμένη, ἑτερήφι δὲ μαζὸν ἀνέσχε ‘and now his mother 
in turn was wailing in tears | loosening the fold of her dress, and with her other hand held up her breast’ (Il. 22.79-
80). 
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The image of the drawn sword as an erect penis is captured perfectly in Giton’s account 
of Ascultus’ attempt to rape him in Petronius’ Satyricon (9.4-5), where the parenthetical 
position of inquit increases the climactic effect of the emphatically opposed Lucretia and 
Tarquinium:17 
 
Tuus, inquit, iste frater seu comes paulo ante in conductum accuccurit coepitque 
mihi velle pudorem extorquere. Cum ego proclamarem, gladium strinxit et ‘Si 
Lucretia es’, inquit, ‘Tarquinium invenisti’. 
That brother or friend of yours, he said, a little while ago ran into our lodgings and 
started extorting my shame. When I cried out, he drew his sword: ‘If you are 
Lucretia’, he said, ‘you have found your Tarquin’.  
 
Henderson comments on the use of πέους at 124: ‘An obscene word employed for 
climactic effect’, after the ‘formal speech’ in 120-3 (1987: 83). Similarly, the use of 
βινητιῶμεν at 715 is characterized as ‘the climactic release of suspense by means of a blunt 
revelation’ (1987: 164), after the ‘quasi-tragic’ lines 706-17, whose ‘elevated tone is scattered 
climactically at 715’ (1987: 163). Henderson adds: ‘That βινεῖν (like πέος, 124) possessed 
obscene force is indicated by its use here and elsewehere for climactic effect’ (1987: 164). 
Finally, the use of ψωλή at 979 is called ‘the climax of [Cinesias’] ‘curse’’ in lines 973-9 
(1987: 184): 
 
εἴθ’ αὐτὴν ὥσπερ τοὺς θωμούς 
μεγάλῷ τυφῷ καὶ πρηστῆρι 
ξυστρέψας καὶ ξυγγογγύλας 
οἴχοιο φέρων, εἶτα μεθείης, 
ἡ δὲ φέροιτ’ αὖ πάλιν εἰς τὴν γῆν, 
κᾷτ’ ἐξαίφνης 
περὶ τὴν ψωλὴν περιβαίη. 
Ι wish you would carry her off like heaps of corn 
with a great typhoon and hurricane 
rolling her up and twisting her around 
and then let her go, 
and she would fall back down again to earth, 
and then straight away 
land astride my dickhead. 
 
Henderson remarks that ‘this [prayer] ends with a comic surprise’ (1987, 184). The term 
‘surprise’ is also used by Sommerstein in this context (1998, 204) and figures prominently in 
the title of Kanellakis’ recent study of Aristophanes’ ‘poetics of surprise’ (2020).18 It would 
therefore seem more appropriate to use the term ‘anticlimax’ instead of ‘climax’ with 
reference to the passages just quoted: πέους (124), βινητιῶμεν (715) and ψωλήν (979) 
consitute the surprise or anticlimax of the formal or paratragic text which precedes and 
carefully, indeed artfully, prepares for them. Borrowing a statement from Kanellakis, we can 
                                                 
17 For the metaphorical use of gladius for ‘penis’ cf. Adams (1982, 21). 
18 Kanellakis’ ‘surprise’ is of course a translation of the traditional Greek term ἀπροσδόκητον, which figures 
prominently in his study as a technical term and even more so its translation ‘unexpected’ (2020, passim). 
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say: ‘Instead of serving a dramatic climax, it rather serves an anticlimax’ (2020: 147).19 The 
same holds true for ξίφος at 156, which is itself part of a tragic paraphrase. It is tempting to 
call this particular anticlimax penis ex machina, as the penis seems to appear out of thin air, 
so to speak.20 In the case of ἐξέβαλ’, οἶω, τὸ ξίφος it is, quite literally, penis ex vagina.21 
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19 Kanellakis uses these words with reference to the use of the ἐγκύκλημα ‘platform’ as a scenic effect in 
Acharnians, Thesmophoriazusae and and Clouds (2020: 141-7). 
20 The penis is of course implied in βινητιῶμεν (715). 
21 Of course Menelaus’ ultimate goal will have been, as implied by Lampito’s paraphrase, penis in vaginam. 
